The Protector of His People.* 


BY MICHAEL WHITE. 


—VHAN SHAT was a good tiger, highly respected 
in the neighborhood, Do not be surprised at 
this, because there are both good and bad tigers, 
though, as with human beings, the reputation 
\ of the daring criminal is likely to oceupy more 
news space than the virtuous law-abiding citi- 
zen. Hence Khan Shah was unknown to the world at large, but 
almost deified by the villagers within range of his labor. 

It was Khan Shah who preserved the crops from spoliation 
by killing off the deer and wild hogs, and he it was who drove 
away a suspicious-looking vagrant of his own tribe; but never, 
under any circumstances, had he been known to harm man, child, 
or tame beast, Therefore, the lagers built a little altar to 
Khan Shah, upon festival occasions presented him with an old 
cow long past bringing any price, and dignified him by the title 
“ Protector of His People.” 

So when the rains had swept over the land, and the bright 
green of the fresh erop rose above the brown soil, giving excellent 
promise, a villager, catching a glimpse of the golden yellow of 
Khan Shah’s supple form, with its soft velvet stripes, leaping 
through the near-by jungle in chase of deer or wild hog, he saluted 
him with great respect. 

“Salaam, Khan Shah! May your Huntership be ever suc- 
cessful, your teeth and claws kept well sharpened. May you 
always guard the crops of this people.” 

Indeed, in the pride and strength of his full perfection, Khan 
Shah was a tiger to be admired, The great head hung upon his 
massive shoulders, with its black rosettes and the delicate silver 
threads of whiskers, was purely majestic. In every movement 
of his long agile body, ending in the wide sweeps of his sinuous 


* Copyright, 1911, by The Shortstory Publishing Company. Copyright secured 
tn Great Britain. All rights reserved. 
8 


THE PROTECTOR OF HIS PEOPLE. 9 


Uluck-ringed tail, was grace above adverse comment. Khan Shah, 
studing in a shaft of golden sunlight against a background of 
ewerald foliage, was an object to stay the real hunter's finger on 
the trigger of his rifle. 

But gradually the burnished yellow of Khan Shah’s body began 
to fade into a tawny shade, the velvet stripes took on almost a 
nuty hue, a gray tint appeared upon his muzzle, and his head 
swung lower in a stride which did not have the easy motion as 
of yore, Somehow, too, Khan Shah began to fail in his spring 
upon the deer and wild hogs, and the crops suffered in conse- 
quence, 

Not that the villagers lost faith in Khan Shah quickly. They 
said that his spirit was gone hunting in other grounds, and must 
be brought back to his proper duty. So they made offerings 
and burned incense before his shrine, while, Khan Shah, lying 
hot so very far off, licked his paws over the discovery that hi: 
claws had grown blunt, that his joints were stiff, therefore, it 
was hard for him to catch the deer and wild hogs. Moreover, 
he was becoming lean on that account, and some other way must 
be found to satisfy his natural appetite, 

Some persons hold that animals do not possess reasoning power 
or sentiment, that they are guided merely by what we call instinct. 
Perhaps, then, it was instinct which moved Khan Shah to cast a 
hungry eye on the fat goats in the White Sahib’s compound, 
instead of the lean cattle of his own people, and had nothing 
Whatever to do with a tiger’s conscience. In any case, the fat 
Boats began to disappear, and the White Sahib took notice. 

“Who is stealing my goats?” he demanded of his native butler. 

“Sir,” replied the butler, who knew the real culprit, “the 
Police have been informed of this matter, and say that it is a 
thief from another district. Tn future the Sabib's goats will be 
locked up at night.” 

Tf Khan Shah was to be convicted on the charge of goat steal- 
IM, assuredly the evidence would not be forthcoming from his 
own people, 

With the White Sehib’s goats cut off from his food supply, 

Shah roamed further aficld and killed a bullock, the prop- 
""Y of a village some ten miles away. Also, in that same village, 
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a man was dragged forth from his hut, without sound, in the 
dead of night, being heard of no more, and the people rose up 
and called upon their White Sahib to see into the matter. That 
White Sahib found pugs (tiger's footprints) in the dust, held 
a council of the headmen, and laid the crime pretty fairly on 
the right striped shoulders. So he wrote to the other White 
Sahib, and said: “I think your tiger is up to mischief, You 
had better look out for him. If he comes here again, he'll 
be shot.” 

The White Sahib of Khan Shah’s village recollected his miss- 
ing goats, and knew that the hour was near at hand when he 
must deal with Khan Shah, But by the law of Khan Shah's 
people not without proof, lest in their eyes a great crime be com- 
mitted. Was Khan Shah not the Protector of His People, the 
reincarnation of an animal god, and cursed be he who would deal 
‘a death blow upon that saered hide. As yet, you see, there was 
no proof of guilt; even then only an outeaste White Sahib could 
presume to be the executioner. So the White Sahib took down 
his rifle, carefully tested the mechanism, and filled the magazine 
with cartridges. Then he waited for the news he knew would 
come sooner or later. But it did not descend quite so shortly 
as he expected, for nothing was heard of Khan Shah during 
several weeks. Khan Shah was hiding his face from the sight 
of men, and his people wondered. 

Now it happened that the White Sahib’s house was set on the 
side of a hill, and from the veranda, beyond the slope of lawn, 
a belt of rock and scrub jungle fell down to the brink of a tank, 
or small lake, At evening, it was the custom of the young village 
girls to resort to the lake, and with much mirthful splashing 
perform their ablutions. The White Sahib, sitting on his ver- 
anda, was pleased when: these sounds reached his ears, for they 
meant that all was running smoothly in the village. 

Tt was so on one particular evening, the sun sinking in crimson 
splendor toward the baked earth, and at some distance a haze 
of blue smoke rising above the thatched roofs of the village, pro- 
claiming that cooking pots were on the fire. A peal of merry 
laughter from the bathing girls caused the White Sahib to come 
out of a reverie and turn his head downward toward the lake. 
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But it was not the group of bathing girls that suddenly concen- 
trated his gaze, His glance had lit upon a slowly moving yellow 
althily in and ont among the rocks, with a 
course set obviously toward the bathing girls. For a moment the 
yellow object came into full vie ig its head backward as 
if to make sure of a retreat. 

The White Sahib rose quickly, and went in for his rifle— 
Khan Shah’s hour having come in his evidently murderous design 
upon the Dathing girls, There was not much time to lose, for 
Khan Shah was within a few leaps of the lake; but the White 
Sahib judged from experience that Khan Shah would proceed 
cautiously in this his first assault in the open, He would prob- 
ably wait until one of the girls came out of the water, and then 
seize his Mhelpless victim. So the White Sahib made an equally 
cautions detour among the rocks, with the intention of cutting 
in between Khan Shah and the bathing girls, whose actions and 
y 


object, cree 


es Proclaimed complete innocence of danger. But something 
caused Khan Shah to change his purpose; in fiet, guining scent 
of the White Subib, to take up his trail, 
Thus the Jhunter beeame the hunted, with the White Sahib begin- 
ning Wonder what on carth hecome of Khan Shah, who 
ought to Lave been where not. Little did the White 
Sabibimagine how more than once he was almost within Khan 
Shah's claw grip, and that for the most part Khan Shah's red 
gleaming eyes were full upon him, In this way they trailed 
cach other among the rocks, when the White Sahib was moved to 
turn back: on his course. 

A cavernous growl from the top of a rock uot more than three 
paces distant, and a foot or two above his head, caused the White 
Sahib to Jook up with a start. Crouching low was Khan Shah, 
with every savage instinct kindled into immediate action. 

‘The White Sahib understood something of the ways of tigers, 
and, therefore, to attempt retreat would be sui He flung 
himself down under cover of the rock, as Khan Shah's huge 
body swept over—a streak of faded yellow with rusty black 

bands. A great roar vibrated among the rocks as Khan Shah 
Pounded to earth, but even then the White Sahib knew better 

‘than to shoot. Resting on one knee, with his rifle to the shoulder, 


clearly 


12 THE PROTECTOR OF HIS PEOPLE. 


the White Sahib waited for Khan Shah to present a vital spot. 

As Khan Shah wheeled in savage rage in having missed his 
mark, a little spurt of flame shot from the barrel of the White 
Sahib’s rifle, and that which went with it found a lodging in 
Khan Shah's brain. But that was not quite the end of 
Khan Shah, 

Presumably, the people of the village heaped praise and honor 
on the White Sahib’s head for having saved their daughters from 
the jaws of Khan Shah, Not at all. Instead they called him 
a murderer in their hearts, and secretly sent up a petition for 
his removal. They held that no crime had been proved against 
Khan Shah, and that he was the Protector of His People from 
deer and wild hogs. Even so he is still such, for in the gray of 
early morning does not his spirit hover on the outskirts of their 
fields, and is not the food set down before his shrine always eaten? 
The White Sahib, of course, does not believe these things; but 
then who is the White Sahib in India? A few hundred years ago 
he was not there, a few hundred years hence, perchance, Khan 
Shah will be honored when he is forgotten. Like him, others 
have come and gone, but India remains the same forever. 


